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Prologue

 

 

July …

 

Adrianna took off her white long-sleeved chef's coat and tossed it into the laundry basket in the break room of Vincenzo's Restaurant. She then released her long, brown hair from a constricting tie, feeling an immediate release of tension, as the waves cascaded down her shoulders. It had been a long, exhausting night in the kitchen, but it was the kind of exhaustion she loved. Becoming a chef had been her dream since she was a little girl, and at twenty-eight she was beginning to make a name for herself. 

Lindsay Rogers entered the room and gave her a tired smile. The tall, willowy blonde was one of the sous chefs and also a good friend, which sometimes surprised Adrianna, because they were as different in personality as they were in looks. Lindsay was outgoing, funny, and while she liked her job, Lindsay wasn't particularly ambitious. Adrianna had a quieter sense of humor and was far more focused and driven. But then she hadn't had time for a lot of fun in her life. Survival had been her single focus for as long as she could remember. One day, she wanted to get to that place where she could relax, take a breath, look around and see what she'd been missing. But that day wasn't today. 

"That last party took forever to leave," Lindsay said, as she removed her jacket. "Toast after toast until they were all drunk. Will had to call two cabs to get them out of here."

She smiled. "They were having a good time. That's what it's all about." Nothing made her happier than watching people enjoy her food and enjoy themselves. 

"I guess." Lindsay rolled her head around on her shoulders. 

"We're lucky business has been so good," Adrianna added. "The winter was very slow." 

Throughout January and February, she'd been worried that the restaurant might have to close because the owner and executive chef, Giovanni Ricci, was having health problems. Fortunately, his nephew, Stephan, had stepped in and taken over, turning things around in just a few months. She missed Giovanni's tutelage in the kitchen, but because of his absence she'd also gained more responsibility. Her life always seemed to be a mix of good and bad. 

"The customers are coming because of you," Lindsay said as she stepped up to the mirror to apply some lip gloss. "Your reputation is growing. Stephan is about a day away from making you executive chef."

"I'm not so sure about that. In sixty years, Vincenzo's has never had an executive chef who wasn't a Ricci." 

"That's true, but while Stephan is a competent chef, he's better in the front of the house. He loves to market and greet customers. You're the one who makes the magic in the kitchen, and Stephan is smart enough to know that. You're pretty much doing the job anyway," Lindsay added, as she turned around. "And you know Will is talking you up to Stephan every chance he gets."

"He's been very supportive," she said. Will Grayson was the head bartender, and her boyfriend, although, it still felt a little strange to think of him in those terms. She and Will had been friends for four years until a coworker's wedding reception and a lot of champagne had taken them from friends to lovers. 

"Speaking of Will -- he seems distracted lately," Lindsay said. "Is something going on with him?"

"Nothing that I know about. He was probably just stressed with all the big parties we had tonight." 

"You're right. You need to take him home and make him feel better, as only you can," Lindsay said with a teasing smile. She moved away from the mirror, grabbed Will's jacket off the coat rack and tossed it to Adrianna. 

As the jacket flew through the air, something fell out of one of the pockets onto the floor. 

Lindsay and Adrianna both reached for it at the same time, but it was Lindsay who came up with the blue velvet box.

"Oh my God," Lindsay said, meeting Adrianna's gaze. "Will is going to propose to you."

Adrianna stared at the ring box in shock and wariness. "No. It's way too soon."

"You've been friends forever."

"But not boyfriend, girlfriend. That's new. Don't open it," she warned as Lindsay's fingers toyed with the lid.

"Why not? Don't you want to see the ring?"

"We don't know that it's an engagement ring. It could be something else."

"Only one way to find out."

"No." She shook her head and scrambled to her feet, worry and panic running through her. She wasn't ready for an engagement, for marriage, or even for a promise. She didn't want Will to give her a ring of any kind. 

"If it's a bad ring, you'll have a chance to compose your reaction when he shows it to you," Lindsay said practically, as she stood up. "You don't want to have a look of disappointment on your face. I know you would try to be polite, but let's be real, a sucky ring is not the way to start out a marriage."

"I don't want to see it," she said quickly. 

Lindsay frowned. "What is wrong with you?" 

How could she explain to someone who was as easy and casual about love as Lindsay that for her love, marriage, and family was a huge dream but also a terrifying proposition? She'd locked her heart away a very long time ago, and while Will had been chipping away at her resolve to stay detached, he wasn't even close to breaking through. How could Will think otherwise? 

"Please, put it away before he comes in here," she said shortly. 

"Okay, okay, calm down." Lindsay slipped the ring box back in Will's jacket pocket and hung the jacket on the rack. "There -- it's out of sight. And we'll pretend we never saw it."

"Good," she said, blowing out a breath. 

"Can I ask why you're so rattled? I thought you and Will were happy together." Her gaze narrowed thoughtfully. "Don't you want Will to propose? I thought you two were getting along really well." 

"I haven't thought about it. It's all about work for me right now. And I thought it was for him, too." 

"Oh, I don't think so, Adrianna. Will isn't as driven as you are, but then nobody is." Lindsay gave her a soft smile. "I'm going to go. I have a late date. It's Jack – as in Jack who gives me a heart attack because he's so hot."

"Lucky you," she said, thrilled that the conversation was no longer about her. 

"Call me tomorrow. I want to know what happens with the ring."

As Lindsay left the break room, Adrianna stared at Will's jacket for a long moment. Maybe it wasn't what she thought. Perhaps the ring belonged to someone else. He might be holding on to it for one of his friends. 

Despite her rationalization, there was still a gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach.  Will had always been the one after her, the one pushing for more. But he also knew her better than anyone else, so he had to know she wasn't ready.  

With a sigh, she grabbed her own coat and bag and returned to the kitchen. The room was empty. Everyone had left, except for Will, who was staring at his phone with an odd expression on his face. 

"Everything okay?" she asked.

He looked up and nodded, but his gaze was distant, as if he were thinking about something else. 

"Are you sure?" she prodded. 

"I need to talk to you, Adrianna." 

"That doesn't sound good." 

His eyes darkened.  "It's not bad. It's just … important."

Her stomach tightened. "Can we do it later? It's been a really long night. I'm exhausted, and I just want to go home and fall into bed."

His lips turned down into a frown. "I don't think this can wait until tomorrow. I've been putting it off, and I can't do it any longer."

"Well, it has to wait a few more minutes," she said, stalling for time. If he did ask her to marry him, what on earth would she say? No would hurt his feelings. But yes didn't work either. She wasn't ready to get married. She set her bag on the counter and picked up the box she'd left out. "I promised the kids pizza." 

Disappointment and annoyance filled his eyes. "Adrianna, you told me three days ago you would call the police about those homeless kids."

"I will – tomorrow." 

"You always say that. I understand that you had problems with the system when you were a kid, but it's there for a reason. Those children need more than leftover pizza."

He was right, but she was still debating her options. About a week ago, she'd found three kids digging through the trash, and she'd given them a hot meal. Since then they'd come by the restaurant almost every night around closing time. She didn't know if they were homeless or neglected, but she knew they needed help. She also knew that they weren't going to let her help them if they didn't trust her. 

"I'll be back in a minute." She grabbed the pizza box and headed out the back door into the alley behind the restaurant. She was only a few feet away from the door when three kids emerged from the shadows. 

The oldest, a boy, seemed to be about twelve. Then there was a girl around ten, and a younger child, who appeared to be about eight. She'd tried to get their names, but only the boy had been willing to tell her that his name was Ben. He'd assured her that they had somewhere to stay; they just needed food. He'd begged her not to call the police, and his words had hit a nerve. She'd once been a child of the street and sometimes a back alley was safer than a foster home. 

But sometimes it wasn't. 

She needed to think like an adult now.    

"This can't go on," she told Ben, holding the pizza hostage until she got some answers. "You shouldn't be out alone this late. It's not safe or healthy. I want to help you, but you're going to have to tell me more about your situation."

"We just need a little extra food." 

"Where are your parents?"

"They're coming back tomorrow. We'll be fine then," he said. 

She didn't believe him. She glanced from him to the two girls. The older girl looked so sleepy she could barely keep her eyes open, but the younger one was alert, wariness in her bright blue eyes. 

"Can we have the pizza?" Ben asked. 

"Who's watching you until your parents come back?"

"My mom's friend," he said.

"And where does this friend think you are right now?"

"She works til late. We'll be home before she gets there." 

"Why don't I take you home?" she suggested. "I'll just get my coat and bag."

"It's not far from here. We'll be fine. You don't have to worry."

"I want to help you, Ben."

"The food is enough," he said. 

Before she could continue the argument, she heard a crash, followed by two loud pops. 

It took a second for the sounds to register in her brain. 

Gunshots! 

Her heart jumped into her throat. She'd grown up in neighborhoods where gunshots were not that uncommon, but this was North Beach, an upscale part of San Francisco. It didn't make sense. 

She looked down the alley and saw two dark, hooded figures running down the street. A sudden terror swept through her. Had the shots come from inside the restaurant?

Oh, God! 

Will was alone in the kitchen. 

She ran through the back door, praying that the shots had come from somewhere else. The kitchen was empty. 

"Will," she screamed. 

No answer. 

Running into the dining room, her worst fear came true. Will lay on the floor near the bar, blood pooling around his head. 

"No!" she screamed, dropping to her knees. 

His open eyes stared back at her, but there was no longer any life in them. 

"You can't be dead," she said, shaking her head in denial. "You can't be. You have to wake up. This is just a bad dream. You're all right."  She put her hands on his face. His skin was still warm. She needed to do something, CPR, call 9-1-1, but even as she pressed her hands against his chest, she knew it wasn't going to matter. 

Will was dead. 

Sirens split the air, and then cops were coming in the door, pulling her away from Will, asking her questions, setting up crime scene tape, and all she could do was stare at the man who had been her best friend, her lover, and if she'd never left the restaurant, maybe her fiancé. 



Chapter One

 

 

August …

 

Seven weeks had passed since the robbery at Vincenzo's had left Will dead and destroyed her life. Adrianna had run through all the stages of grief -- shock, denial, pain, guilt, anger, bewilderment, and depression. Now she was supposed to be able to move on with her life, but so far she hadn't been able to do anything but cower in her apartment, watch daytime talk shows, attempt to find some sort of interest in knitting and avoid her kitchen and anything that had to do with cooking. Cooking had once been her therapy, but every time she saw the gleaming steel of her appliances, she was reminded of Will, of Vincenzo's, of a life that had been so good but had gone so wrong.

She'd hoped the police would find Will's killer or killers and that justice would bring closure, but that had yet to occur. There were no witnesses. Vincenzo's had had no security cameras operating. They'd planned to put in cameras during a future remodel. The only motivation for the robbery seemed to be money. The police believed that Will had surprised the thieves and possibly attempted to stop them, resulting in his getting shot. 

It was difficult to come to terms with a murder so random, so impulsive, so impersonal. But there didn't seem to be any other explanation, not that any other explanation would have changed the results. Will was dead. She'd lost a friend, and the world had lost a really good person. 

Adrianna drew in a quick breath as she stepped out of her apartment building into the sunshine. Being outside made her feel shaky and uncertain. She'd gotten used to the shadowy interior of her one bedroom apartment, and she rarely ventured out unless she absolutely had to. 

Today, she absolutely had to … 

Stephan Ricci wanted to talk to her about her job, her future, and she couldn't put him off any longer. Stephan had reopened Vincenzo's three weeks after the shooting. He'd told her that he'd added new security measures and had made cosmetic improvements to the restaurant so that it wouldn't feel the same to either the staff or the customers. But she doubted a coat of paint and new furniture would erase her memories. 

It was different for the others. They hadn't been there that night. It was easier for them to return to work. They hadn't witnessed the tragedy first hand. They hadn't ended up with Will's blood all over their clothes. She shuddered at that thought and wondered if she'd ever be able to remember Will without remembering him staring up at her with unseeing eyes. 

Stop it, she told herself. Stop going back there. 

As she walked down the sidewalk, she tried to think of something else. Her apartment building was only a few blocks from Vincenzo's, and ordinarily she enjoyed the walk to work. North Beach was known as San Francisco's Little Italy, and there were plenty of red-checked Italian cafés and old world delicatessens. There were also coffee houses that didn't just serve up lattes but also hosted poetry nights, folk singers and jazz musicians. There was plenty of nightlife in this part of town. 

There was also lots of shopping. Vintage clothing stores sat next to art galleries, and upscale boutiques competed with cozy bookstores selling books about the history of the city, the tale of immigrants, the rush for gold, the first stories of the Barbary Coast. Adrianna loved feeling like she was connected to a rich and vibrant past. She didn't have family connections, but she was part of a city neighborhood that was very special. 

The warm summer weather, the strolling tourists, the kids eating ice cream by the park, the clang of a nearby cable car reminded her of a life she'd been missing. She just needed to find a way to stop being afraid. Fear was something she'd grown up with, and she'd thought she'd put that feeling of uncertainty behind her, but one random act of violence had reminded her that she could never truly be safe or in control of her destiny. Life was about chance. 

The irony was that the worst night of her life was being followed by the invitation to accept her dream job. Stephan wanted her to be the executive chef of Vincenzo's. She'd spent the last ten years working toward this exact goal. How could she say no? On the other hand, how could she go back into the restaurant, look at the floor, and not see Will's blood? How could she enter the kitchen and not hear Will tell her that he wanted to talk to her about something important? How could she go into the break room and not see his jacket or the blue velvet ring box? 

She didn't know what had happened to the ring. Will's parents had driven down from Marin and taken charge of clearing out his personal belongings from both the restaurant and his apartment. They'd never mentioned the ring to her, but then they didn't seem to know anything about her relationship with Will. She'd tried to express her sorrow to Will's mother, but the woman had been cold and distant, and uninterested in her condolences. 

When she had asked about the funeral, his mother had told her there wouldn't be one, that Will would be cremated and his ashes would be spread at sea. She'd known Will had not been close with his parents, but she'd never realized the extent of their estrangement. Not that it mattered anymore. 

Squaring her shoulders, she forced herself to keep walking. She wasn't sure she could make it all the way inside the restaurant, but she was hoping to make it to the front door. 

It was a beautiful Thursday afternoon, no fog on the horizon, just a few wispy clouds to mar the light blue sky. As she headed down the hill, she could see the Golden Gate Bridge and the colorful sails on the boats dotting the bay. Turning the corner, she walked toward a beautiful cobblestone square where four streets met. 

Vincenzo's was on the far corner, across from St. Margaret's Church and the Fountain of Wishes, a popular North Beach destination. The fountain was owned by the church and had been built more than a hundred years earlier. It had survived the earthquake of 1906, and had been part of neighborhood lore for as long as anyone could remember. Throwing a coin in the water was supposed to bring luck and good fortune. 

Over the years, numerous people had come forward sharing miracle stories of wishes that had been granted. She'd never been a big believer in wishes – maybe because none of her wishes had ever come true. Her prayers had also gone unanswered. She'd learned early on in life that she was on her own, that the only one she could depend on was herself. 

For the most part, she'd been strong. But today, she felt weak, uncertain … and she had to find a way to shake it off. Cooking was her livelihood. It was all she knew how to do. Her savings was running down fast. She needed to get over her fear of going back into a kitchen. 

On impulse, she walked across the square, pausing by the fountain. She could really use some help from the universe right about now. She opened her purse and pulled a quarter out of her wallet. The practical side of herself told her that quarter could buy her seven minutes on a parking meter, which might be a better investment then throwing twenty-five cents away on a foolish wish.  

While she was considering her options, her gaze caught on two girls on the other side of the fountain. Her pulse began to race. They looked like two of the kids she'd met up with in the alley behind the restaurant the night Will had been shot. Since then she had wondered many times if things would have been different if she hadn't taken the pizza out to the kids, if she hadn't stopped to question them, if she hadn't been avoiding what she thought might be a proposal. Would she have been able to save Will, or would she be dead, too? 

The girls looked just as ragged as she remembered. She wondered what had happened to the boy who had been with them – Ben.  And had they gone hungry without her leftover offerings? 

She felt a wave of guilt that she hadn't thought more about their welfare. 

She walked around the fountain. The youngest girl looked up, and her blue eyes widened in recognition. She said something to the other girl, who quickly glanced her way. Then they both turned and ran. 

"Wait," she called, breaking into a jog as they sprinted across the square and darted through an alley. 

It suddenly seemed imperative that she catch up to them. She needed to fix something, to save someone, because she hadn't been able to save Will. Maybe if she could help these children… 

Five minutes later, she realized the girls were gone. They'd vanished down one of the many narrow alleys that ran through this part of town. Turning, she walked slowly back to the square. 

The sunlight was streaming through the spray of water coming off the fountain, beckoning her forward. She still had the quarter clenched in her hand. She just needed a wish – the right wish – one that would really make a difference. 

She was stalling again, anything to postpone going into Vincenzo's, but at least she was getting closer…

 

* * *

Another August, and he was no closer to finding his daughter. Wyatt Randall stared at the calendar on his computer. Two years had passed since he'd seen Stephanie, and he still had no idea where she was. Familiar frustration sent a wave of anger through his body. He was an inspector with the San Francisco Police Department. He located missing persons and solved crimes for a living. He was damn good at his job. He'd closed more cases than anyone else. But he couldn't close the one case that meant the most to him. And he was starting to think he might never find his daughter again.

He didn't want to give up, but time kept marching on. He picked up the photograph that he kept on his desk. Stephanie's blue eyes stared back at him. The picture had been taken on her sixth birthday. They'd gone to the beach, barbecued hot dogs and roasted marshmallows. For that day they'd been happy. It made him feel marginally better now to see the smile on her lips as she waved her marshmallow at the camera, the color in her sunburned cheeks, the traces of sand in her hair left over from when they'd made sand angels. What a great afternoon that had been. He'd never imagined it might be the last they would have together. 

Stephanie had his eyes, the same direct, intense expression. Looking at her was like looking in a mirror, but she didn't have his dark hair, she was blonde like her mother.    

Her mother …

Fury ripped through him as he thought of his ex-wife. It was Jennifer who had stolen Stephanie from him, who had violated the custody agreement, who had turned his life into a living hell. Crazy, messed up Jennifer, who had somehow believed their daughter was better off with her. The only thing that had kept him from losing his mind completely was the knowledge that Jennifer loved Stephanie. He had to hope that she was being a good mother, that she'd found a way to shake the drugs and the bad friends, but he couldn't count on that being true. And he would never be able to relax until he had Stephanie back in his arms. 

Most of his friends and family had given up. They tried to pretend otherwise, but he knew the truth. It had been two very long years of false leads, dead ends and crushing disappointment. Stephanie's disappearance had once triggered Amber alerts, search parties and news media coverage. For months they'd set a place for her at family dinners. His mother had bought presents for every occasion, stashing them in a closet for some day. But some day seemed to be getting further and further away. He set the photo down on his desk, silently promising his daughter that he would never give up, no matter how long it took. 

Even as he made the promise, his gaze tripped over the stack of file folders on his desk. There were other missing kids, other victims, other people who needed his attention. As much as he wanted to devote himself full time to the search for his daughter, he also had to make a living. He'd spent the first year of Stephanie's disappearance crisscrossing the country, following endless clues that had ultimately gone nowhere. Eventually, he'd had to go back to work, if for no other purpose than to make enough money to keep a private investigator working on the case. Unfortunately, that investigator had also come up with nothing and had moved on to other clients. Two years of work and he was back at square one, as lost as he'd been that very first afternoon.

"Wyatt, I have something you should see," Josh Burton said, waving him over.

He got up from his desk to see what his friend and former partner had to say. He'd met Josh in the police academy eleven years earlier, and they'd worked their way up the ranks together. They'd once been partners, but during his six-month leave, Josh had partnered with someone else. Once Wyatt had come back, he'd been assigned a new partner. He was always happy to collaborate though. He'd done some of his best work with Josh. 

"I was reviewing the security footage we picked up from cameras in the area around Vincenzo's restaurant," Josh said. 

He nodded. They'd all spent some time working on the robbery/homicide at the popular North Beach restaurant. "What did you find?" 

"Take a look." Josh hit a button on his computer and the grainy video of the outside of a liquor store appeared. Three kids walked out of the store, pausing on the sidewalk to open a box of candy. There was a boy and two girls, all of whom appeared to be under the age of twelve. A moment later, the smallest girl turned her face toward the camera. In a split second, a pair of familiar blue eyes met his. His breath caught in his throat, and his heart began to race. Then she looked away, and the kids ran out of range of the camera.

"Play it again," he ordered, adrenaline racing through his veins.

Josh did as requested, pausing on the frame of the little girl. "She looks a little like Stephanie, don't you think?"

A knot was growing in his throat as he stared at the computer screen. "More than a little."

"She's older, and her hair is darker."

"It's been two years since we saw her, and who knows what Jen did to her hair."

"But why would Jennifer bring Stephanie back to San Francisco? She has to know you're still looking for her. And you have a lot of support and resources here. It's not logical." 

"Jen was never known for her logic."

"It's more likely she'd be in Los Angeles where she grew up, where her parents still live. Someone has to be funneling her money, and they're the most likely suspects."

Jen's parents had definitely been on their daughter's side, but then they'd spoiled Jen rotten. She was their only child and they believed she was perfect in every way. The problems in their daughter's marriage had all been his fault. 

"Tom has been following Jen's parents for months," he said, referring to the private investigator. "He's never been able to connect them to Jennifer. He's never been able to find a money trail. I don't know who's helping her live, but it doesn't appear to be Greg and Wendy Miller."

"Well, I still think it's doubtful Jen is here in the city. To be honest, I debated whether I should even show you this video. There have been so many false sightings. We've seen Stephanie in a lot of little girls who turned out not to be her. I hate to see you chase another bad lead." 

Everything Josh said was true. It didn’t make sense that Jennifer and Stephanie would be in the city, and the girl whose image had been captured by the security camera wasn't an exact match to his daughter, but there was something about her eyes that made his gut clench. He had to follow up, even if this lead turned out to be as bad as the others. 

"Don't ever debate showing me something that might be important," he said sharply. "You don't need to worry about me. Stephanie is the only one who matters. Can you print out a screen shot for me? I'll take the picture by the liquor store and see if the clerk knows anything about these kids."

"Already done," Josh said, handing him a photo. "I'd go with you, but I have a witness to question."

"It's fine," he muttered. "I don't have anything pressing at the moment."

Josh sent him a warning glance. "Don't let the captain hear you say that. You're already on his last nerve."

He was well aware of that fact. In the beginning, the captain had been generous about giving him time off and looking the other way when he used department resources to look for Stephanie, but their caseload had increased in recent months, and the captain had warned him that if he continued to take time off, he might need to resign. It seemed unthinkable that he could lose his daughter and his job, but right now Stephanie was his main concern. 

"Fortunately, we just wrapped the Delgado case," he said. "And I have a lot of overtime on the books."

"Are you going to Summer's engagement party tomorrow night?" Josh asked, leaning back in his chair. "I wish I could go, but I have to work."

"We'll see," he said vaguely. "There's going to be a big crowd. My sister won't miss me."

"She will definitely miss you, along with the rest of the family. Taking an hour out for yourself and your family doesn’t make you any less of a dedicated father," Josh said pointedly.

He'd heard the same argument from his mother, his father, his brother and his sister. Two years was a long time to run head-down at a dead sprint toward a finish line that kept moving farther away. But he didn't know how else to live. Every time he found himself thinking about something else or he caught himself smiling or laughing, he felt guilty. He couldn't have a life without his child. 

"Just think about it," Josh said.  

"I will. I want Summer to be happy, and Ron seems like a good guy, but who knows? I certainly never imagined Jennifer would turn into a monster."

"Neither did I," Josh said, regret in his eyes. "She was so sweet at your wedding. She looked up at you with adoration, like you were the only man in the world. I wanted what you had."

"Well, thank God you didn't get it," he replied. "Getting married was the biggest mistake of my life, and no doubt Jen feels the same way. Once the dream wedding was over, our lives turned into a nightmare."

"Her expectations were too high," Josh said. "After a moonlit wedding with a horse and carriage and a thousand perfect roses, reality was bound to suck a little."

"No kidding. That's why I told my sister when she announced her engagement that she should elope or go down to City Hall and skip the big wedding. It's not supposed to be about a day; it's supposed to be about a lifetime. But Summer wants the dream, too. You'd think she'd learn from my example." He paused. "I'll check in with you later – hopefully with some good news."



Chapter Two

 

 

As Wyatt drove across town to the liquor store, his gaze automatically scanned the streets for Jennifer and Stephanie. It had become a habit, especially when he drove through the Tenderloin, a run-down area of the city. A magnet for addicts and drug dealers, the Tenderloin had drawn Jennifer like a moth to a flame. 

It had seemed unthinkable at first that his well-bred wife who had been raised in an expensive home, and educated in private school, would even consider venturing to such a bad neighborhood on her own. But maybe he should have seen it coming, because Jen had always needed to cling to someone, to be taken care of, to escape from any reality that wasn't quite to her liking, and she'd found the perfect way out with an array of painkillers that became her best friends in the world. It had become clear that every thing and every person in her life would take a back seat to her high, and that included Stephanie. 

His daughter was both the reason he'd tried to stay married and the reason why he'd finally filed for divorce. A bitter, angry battle filled with hateful lies had ensued, but by the end, he'd won sole custody of Stephanie. He'd wanted to keep Jennifer in Stephanie's life though. He'd thought it was important for his daughter to have her mother around, which was why he'd given Jennifer generous visitation rights, especially after she'd agreed to go to rehab. 

He'd thought she'd recover, that she'd regain the part of herself that he'd fallen in love with. But his decision to keep her around had come back to haunt him. It was on one of those visits that Jennifer had taken Stephanie and gone on the run. Two years later, they were still missing. How Jennifer had managed to disappear so completely still baffled him. 

He parked his car at the end of the block and walked down the street. The liquor store was empty when he walked inside, the afternoon lull, he suspected. The clerk was a middle-aged man, who appeared to be more interested in the Giants game playing on the small screen behind the counter than what was going on in the store. He didn't bother to get up from his stool until Wyatt flashed his badge. Then he hopped to his feet. 

"What can I do for you?" the clerk asked. 

"I'm looking for these kids," he said, pushing the photo across the counter, "in particular, the smallest girl. Have you seen them?"

"I don't know."

"This picture is from your security camera. They bought candy here."

The clerk shrugged. "There's an elementary and a middle school two blocks away. Kids come in here all the time for candy. There was a dozen or more of them in here half an hour ago. I might have seen them. I don't remember. Kids look the same to me."  He handed the picture back to Wyatt. "Maybe you should check with the school."

He'd checked all the schools in the city several times in the past two years, but it was obviously time to check again. "I'll do that." He pulled out his wallet and took out a photo of Stephanie. "What about this girl?" The picture had been taken when Stephanie was six years old and just starting first grade. "She's a few years older now, so she might look a little different."

"Sorry," the clerk said. "She doesn't ring a bell."

"Are you sure?" 

"Like I said, I don't pay much attention to the kids." 

Wyatt blew out a breath of frustration. Eleven years as a cop had made him very aware of the fact that most people preferred not to look too closely at things going on around them, which made his job more difficult. "If you see any of the kids again, I want you to call me right away," he said, handing over his card.

"All right," the clerk promised.

"Thanks." 

He headed out the door, pausing on the sidewalk to regroup. Pulling out the picture of the three kids, he studied it again. There was no evidence of fear in their faces, but there was intensity. They were sharing one box of candy, and the boy seemed to be disciplined in the division of the pieces, which spoke to the idea that these kids didn't have much money. Their clothes also looked worn, as if they had come from a second-hand store. Focusing his gaze on the youngest child, he felt angry with himself for not being able to definitively say that she was his daughter. If only the image was sharper. He felt like he was looking through a cloudy lens. 

Other questions ran through his mind. If Stephanie was one of the kids, who were the other children, and why was she with them? And if she was out on her own, away from her mother, why hadn't she tried to contact him, or ask someone for help? She was eight, but he'd taught her how to dial 9-1-1 when she was five. 

The obvious answer was that either Stephanie didn’t think she was in trouble, or she didn't believe he would want to help her. God knew what lies Jen had told his daughter about him. 

Putting the photo back in his pocket, he spent the next hour canvassing the neighborhood. He talked to store merchants and the staff at the nearest elementary and middle school. Some people thought they had seen the kids, but no one could say for sure. By four-thirty, he realized his new lead was fizzling out fast – just like all the others. 

Heading back toward his car, he entered McClellan Square. In the center of the square was a large fountain that had been built by the nearby church, St. Margaret's.  It was a popular spot for tossing coins and making wishes, but it wasn't crowded today.  Only one other person stood on the far side of the fountain, a pretty brunette dressed in skinny white jeans, and a bright blue top under a darker blue sweater. Her long, curly, dark brown hair, drifted halfway down her back, and her gaze was intensely focused on the coin in her hand. She was putting some pretty serious thought into whatever wish she was about to make. 

He didn't believe there was any magic in the fountain, or in the world for that matter. He'd once been a man of faith, but that faith had been tested to the limit, and he wasn't sure he would ever get it back. 

He moved closer, staring down at the rippling water, at the sparkling coins on the bottom. So many wishes begging for answers. What if he added one more? 

A wind whipped the cool spray of the fountain into his face. He blinked the water out of his eyes and reached into his pocket for a coin. What the hell? He had nothing to lose. 

Before he could act, his phone rang. Pulling it out, he saw his mother's name flash across the screen. He was tempted to let the call go to voice mail, but not answering his mother's calls usually only made her more determined to get a hold of him. 

"Mom," he said shortly. "What's up?" 

"Your sister's engagement party, as if you didn't know. I've been calling you for two days, Wyatt. I want to make sure you're coming. I know that these family events are difficult for you, but Summer really wants you to be there. You're her big brother."

"It's just an engagement party. There's still the wedding."

"Yes, but this is the only time we'll have both families present. Ron's brother is being deployed next week. That's why we're doing a party now and the wedding next month. But you know that. I've been telling you for weeks."

"Yeah, I got it," he said with a sigh. "I'll try to come, but I have a new lead on Stephanie."

"You do?" she asked in surprise. "What is it?"

"A little girl was caught on tape by a security camera in the North Beach area. I'm checking it out right now."

"In North Beach? So close to where you work? That would be amazing."

The disbelief in his mother's tone echoed the cynical voice inside his head, but he couldn't let doubt stop him from following any possible clue. "It's a neighborhood Jennifer knows well," he said. "She could have come back. She might still have a friend in the city willing to help her out. There's no way she could have stayed gone for this long without help."

"That's true. I was actually thinking about that the other day when I got the RVSP's for the engagement party. Mandy Meyers is coming to the party," his mother added, referring to one of Jennifer's high school friends. "She's dating Ron's best man, and we can't hold her responsible for what Jennifer did. Just because they went to school together doesn't mean that Mandy had anything to do with Jennifer's disappearance."

"She was quick to take Jennifer's side," he reminded his mother.

"Well, she didn't have all the facts at the time. She's apologized since then. But you do have the perfect opportunity to talk to her again if you come tomorrow night."

"You're very shrewd and persuasive," he said. 

His mother laughed. "Well, I really want you to come. We love you, Wyatt. And we may not always say the right thing or know what to do, but we're always here for you." 

"I know that, and I appreciate your support. I have to go now, but I'll try to come by the party." 

"Do better than try." 

"Good-bye, Mom." 

He slipped his phone back in his pocket. As he did so, his fingers slid over the smooth surface of a coin, reminding him that he hadn't yet made a wish. He pulled out a dime, not much of an offering. He dug around for a quarter but he had nothing else. Well, a dime would have to work. 

He noticed that the woman on the other side of the fountain was still rolling a coin between two fingers as she stared into the spray. Maybe she was also debating the value of throwing money into a pool of water and hoping that a wish would come true. Not that there weren't plenty of suckers in town, judging by the number of coins covering the floor of the pool. 

And he was joining those suckers today, because he was desperate and running out of options. "Help me find my child," he muttered. 

Then he tossed the coin toward the wild spray of water coming out of the fountain, shocked when it clinked in mid air with another coin. One of the coins fell into the pool, the other flipped out toward the pavement. 

What were the odds of that happening? 

His gaze clashed with the woman on the other side of the fountain. She looked shocked. 

Had his wish gone astray? 

Or had hers? 

 

* * *

Adrianna couldn't believe her coin had been knocked out of the fountain. She needed her wish to get her past her fear. Without it, she might never be able to get herself through the door of Vincenzo's. She moved quickly around the fountain, as did the man whose coin had collided with hers. 

"Did you see where it went?" she asked. Her gaze swept the pavement, but there was no sign of her quarter. 

"I thought it landed around here," he replied, looking down at the ground.

"I can't believe that happened," she said. "I didn't even see you throw your coin. I really need to find it."

"How do you know it was your coin that didn't make it into the water? It could have been mine. In fact, it probably was mine. Because I have just that kind of luck," he said cynically.

His frustration resonated with her. She had just that kind of luck, too. 

As he searched for the errant coin, she took a closer look at him. His appearance suggested someone who had had a very long day. His dark tie hung loosely around the neck of his white-collared shirt, and his sleeves were rolled up to his forearms. His dark brown hair was wavy and windblown, and his blue eyes were weary and a little angry. The faded scar by his left eyebrow matched his rugged look. Not a man to mess with, she thought. But judging by his demeanor, someone had done just that. 

As she stared at him, she realized there was something familiar about his gaze. She also realized he was staring back at her. 

She had to fight the impulse to draw her sweater across her breasts or tuck her hair behind her ear. She hadn't put on make-up in seven weeks. In fact, most days she didn't make it out of her yoga pants, even though she hadn't gone to a yoga class in months. Fortunately, today she'd garnished enough energy to pull on some decent clothes. 

Not that it mattered what this guy thought about her. He was nobody. Still, his steady gaze unnerved her. It had been a long time since she'd really looked at someone or had someone look at her. She'd been living in a gray, foggy world of bewilderment and confusion. Somehow this man's steel gaze cut right through the curtain that had dropped down the night Will was killed. She wasn't sure she liked that.  She didn't want anyone to really see her. Then she might have to answer questions that she didn't want to answer. 

Rattled, she cleared her throat and returned her attention to the ground. "I don't know for sure that it was my coin, but I figure it's a fifty-fifty chance," she said. "I threw a quarter. What about you?" she asked, kicking some leaves around in the hopes of seeing something shiny on the ground. 

"A dime."

"That's it?" She gave him a quick look. "Big spender, huh?"

"It was all I had," he said a little tersely. "And not representative of the importance of my wish."

"I wasn't judging."

"Weren't you?"

"Okay, maybe I was. Sorry. I'm not having a great day. In fact, I'm not having a great month. I was hoping my wish might change that. Not that I really believe in wishes, but I was feeling a little desperate." And now she was rambling.

"I know the feeling," he said. 

Again, she felt an intangible connection, as if something inside her recognized something in him. "Have we met before?" 

"I don't think so."

"It's weird. I feel like I know you from somewhere." A piece of shiny metal a few feet away made her pause, and with relief she retrieved her coin. "Here it is, and it's a quarter," she said with resignation. "Mine. Probably a sign I shouldn't be relying on a wish."

"You can wish again. You have a second chance."

"I doubt it works that way."

"It probably doesn't work at all – if that makes you feel better," he said dryly.

"If you don't believe, why did you throw the coin?"

"I was feeling a little desperate, too," he said, repeating her words. 

Their gazes locked once again. She felt a shiver run down her spine, and this time she did pull her sweater more closely about her. She was suddenly aware of the lengthening shadows, the fog sweeping in from the ocean, the aroma of garlic coming from Vincenzo's where they were no doubt prepping for dinner service. 

"What time is it?" she asked.

He checked his watch. "Four-forty-five."

She was forty-five minutes late. "Well, I've been stalling a long time." 

"Stalling? Is that why you were staring at your coin for so long?" 

"I have something I don't want to do. I need to do it, but I don't want to. And I don't know why I just told you that. Except that perhaps our conversation is becoming part of my stall." She gave him an embarrassed smile. "I'm really good at procrastination."

"But apparently very self aware." 

"I suppose." 

"What do you have to do?" 

"Face my fear," she said, surprising herself with the answer. She didn't know why she was telling him something so personal, so embarrassing. They'd only just met, but for some reason when his blue eyes focused on hers, she felt like talking. 

"Which is what?" he asked. 

She hesitated. "You're going to think I'm nuts."

"Try me."

"I need to walk through that door over there," she said, tipping her head in the direction of the restaurant. 

"Vincenzo's?" he echoed, following her gaze. "Oh, I get it. Your fear has to do with the recent robbery, right?"

She wasn't surprised he'd heard about it. The robbery and Will's death had been all over the news. The violence of the crime had shocked the neighborhood. "Yes, I was there that night. I worked in the kitchen." 

Recognition flashed in his eyes. "You're the chef, Adrianna …" He snapped his fingers as if he was trying to remember her name.

"Cavello," she finished, surprised he knew her name and also a little concerned. The shooters had never been caught, and while she hadn't seen anything, she didn't want to be tied to the crime in any sort of public way. "How did you know my name?" 

He pulled out a badge. "I'm an inspector with the SFPD." 

Of course he was. She was really off her game not to have pegged him for a cop. There had been a time in her life when she could have spotted a police officer from a mile away. 

"Were you there that night?" she asked. "Maybe that's why you look familiar to me." 

"No, I was out of town when it happened. One of the other inspectors, Josh Burton, is working the case."

She nodded. "I spoke to him, but I haven't heard anything in weeks. Has there been any progress on the case?" 

He shook his head. "Not yet, unfortunately. So you knew the man who was killed?"

"Yes, he was a very good friend," she said shortly, feeling a little guilty for labeling Will as a friend and not a boyfriend. But what did it matter to anyone else? "What is your name?" she asked, wanting to divert the conversation away from Will. 

"Wyatt Randall."

"What did you wish for?" 

"Help in finding my daughter." 

His answer surprised her. She didn't know what she'd been expecting, but it hadn't been something so intense, so dark. "How long has she been missing?" 

"Two years this month." 

She put a hand to her mouth. "Oh, my God, I'm so sorry. And I'm really glad your coin made it into the fountain. Your wish was far more important than mine. How old is she?"

"She's eight now. Her name is Stephanie." He pulled out his wallet and handed her a photograph of a little girl with blonde hair and blue eyes. The edges of the picture were well worn, as if he'd shown this photo a million times. 

A knot formed in her throat as she stared at the little girl. She looked familiar, too. 

"What?" he asked abruptly. "Have you seen her?"

"I – I don't know," she said slowly.  The little girl resembled one of the kids she'd met behind Vincenzo's, one of the girls she'd seen a short while ago, but she was younger, and her hair was blonde. The girl she'd seen had brown hair. 

"She's older now," he added. "Two years older."

"I've seen a couple of kids running around this area, and the youngest one sort of resembles your daughter in the eyes, but nothing else is the same. Her hair is much darker."

He straightened and pulled another piece of paper out of his pocket. "Are these the kids?" 

She stared at a blurry print of three kids outside a liquor store. "Yes," she said, uneasiness rolling through her stomach. "That's them. Why do you have that picture?"

"Where did you see them?" he asked, ignoring her question.

"I first saw them a few months ago in the alley behind Vincenzo's. They asked me for some leftovers, and I gave them pizza. They looked hungry."

"And you didn't think to call the police?"

"They weren't causing trouble, just asking for food. I did try to question them, but the boy said they were fine. He referred to the girls as his sisters."

Wyatt's mouth drew into a tight line. "Do you think he was telling the truth?"

"They looked like they could be siblings."

"What else can you tell me about them? Did this girl say anything?" he asked, pointing to the youngest child.

She shook her head. "No, only the boy spoke. He said his name was Ben. I didn't get a last name." She paused. "I saw the two girls a little while ago right around here. I called out to them, but they ran down that street when they saw me." She pointed across the square. "They went that way."

His gaze moved across the square. "How long ago was that?"

"Probably almost an hour ago." 

He shifted his feet, as if he were about to take off. 

"I tried to follow them, but they disappeared," she added. 

"Why do you think they ran away from you?" 

"I don't know. I was a little surprised. But then again maybe it's understandable. The last time I saw them was the night of the robbery."

His face paled. "They were there?"

She nodded. "Yes, in the alley. I was talking to them when I heard the gunshots."

"I don't recall reading anything in the report about children being in the alley."

She flinched at his sharp tone. "I thought I mentioned it," she said, not really sure what she'd said. Everything about that night was a blur.  

"What else can you tell me?" he demanded.

She thought hard, seeing the need in his eyes, and wanting to help. "Ben said the people who watched over them would be home that weekend."

"Is that exactly how he said it? He didn't refer to the people as parents?"

"He wasn't specific. I assumed they were parents."

"Anything else? Did he tell you where they lived, where they went to school? Did they wear a school uniform – carry a backpack, a skateboard, a stuffed animal? Did they have any scars, anything that would stand out about them?"

His questions came so fast she could barely keep up. "I'm sorry. I want to help, but they weren't carrying anything and their clothes didn't stand out in any way. All I can say is that they looked like kids who were used to taking care of themselves and each other. That's why I was surprised today when I saw the girls without their brother. I thought of them as a trio."

"If he even was their brother," he said, doubt in his voice.

"All I know is what they told me." 

He pulled out his card and handed it to her. "I want you to call me if you see the kids again, any time, day or night. And if you can get them to stay with you or talk to you, that would be even better."

"All right." She took the card out of his hand. "Can I ask how your daughter disappeared?"

Anger filled his gaze. "My ex-wife took her."

"Her mother?" she asked, shocked again. She'd been thinking it was a stranger, but this was far more personal.

"Yeah, her mother," he said bitterly. He gave her a hard look. "You should have called the police when you saw that those kids were in trouble." Without another word, he took off, moving quickly across the square, disappearing down the same street the girls had taken earlier.

She let out a breath as he left, feeling shaken by the encounter. Wyatt Randall had made her feel guilty for doing nothing, but how was she to know that one of the kids wandering around the alley behind the restaurant had been kidnapped? The little girl hadn't asked for help. 

As she thought about his story, she couldn't help wondering why a woman would take her daughter away from her father? Wyatt Randall seemed like a good guy, but was he? She'd met bad cops before, men who hid behind their badges, whose public face did not match their private life. 

Had she just put three little kids in danger by telling him as much as she had? Or had she put a desperate father one step closer to finding his daughter? 
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